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Managing Your ClassroomEstablishing Rules, Goals,
and Expectations
by Patricia Edwards
Our children can achieve great things when we set high expectations for them.
-by Jeb Bush

As classroom teachers, you are ordinary people
who do extraordinary things. You are passionate
and committed individuals who truly want to
make a difference in the lives of your students.
Reutzel & Clark (2011) revealed that:
Many novice teachers enter the field of teaching with wide-eyed optimism, only to have
their idealism dashed upon the cold, wet
rocky shoreline of classroom management and
organizational realities. A good many novice
teachers, especially the highly academically
qualified, leave the profession within the first
five years for a variety of reasons, but one is
most certainly unresolved concerns and struggles in organizing and managing a classroom
(p. 96).

Whether you are a novice or experienced teacher,
many of you would probably agree with Reutzel
and Clark's claim that struggles in organizing and
managing a classroom could make a teacher leave
the profession. As teachers, you also recognize the
need for some common routines and/ or expectations during the 90 minute reading and language
arts block. These might include: (1) How to enter
class and get started; (2) How and when to raise
hand to speak (how & when); (3) How to ask for
help during reading centers; (4) How to sit appropriately at the table or during group (5) How to
work independently; and (6) How and when to
respond in unison.
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Indeed, the word expectations is constantly tossed
about in the world of education today. We are told
that teachers must have high expectations for all
students. Similarly, school boards, administrators,
state education agencies, and legislators all have
high expectations for teachers. Parents and community members have all sorts of expectations for
teachers and for students. Teachers have expectations of parents. It follows, then, that we might ask
what expectations students have for their schooling
experience. They too have expectations of what
will happen when they sit in a classroom and "live"
in a school. There is little doubt that expectations
are omnipresent! However, I am not certain that
all the stakeholders in education have clear ideas
about their own expectations, let alone any sort of
agreement on what the expectations should be.
I doubt that all of the people in this chain of
expectations are sure about how to make those
expectations come to life in the classroom. Most
of the talk among educators and parents regarding
high expectations" revolves around academics. But
what expectations do we hold for students' behavior? Where do they fit into the picture? How can
the expectations of stakeholders-academic and
behavioral-gel together to build a caring, successful learning community? These are some of the
questions this article will address.
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Classrooms are unpredictable places. Close your
eyes and picture yourself in front of your own
classroom during your first few weeks of school.
What do you see? There is a continuum of possibilities. Some classrooms are characterized by a culture of achievement: students sit with hands folded
in their laps on the community carpet, eagerly
responding to questions and clapping when their
peers give correct responses. In other classrooms,
the teacher stands helplessly at the front of the
room, begging, "Settle down ... stop ... please ... "
over the raucous conversations and antics of
dozens of students.
On the first day of school, students do not know
when they can go to the bathroom, if they will
be punished for leaving their seats, or how the
person at the front of the room will treat them
all year. Classroom rules are crucial. They provide
distinct boundaries of behavior for students and
allow for common ground between students and
teachers. Classroom rules also inform students of
how far they can push the envelope and what the
teacher will tolerate. It is important for teachers
and students to specify and agree together upon
the rules in such a way that students will know
what they need to do in order to meet behavioral
expectations. Classroom rules should never be
left to chance. Individual teachers must thoughtfully craft these rules with students in a way that
is relevant and meaningful to them and to their
students.
Additionally, each teacher must tailor their classroom rules to their particular style and pet peeves.
What works for one teacher in one classroom may
not work for a different teacher, or in a different
classroom, because teachers, students, and classrooms are all so diverse. For this reason, teachers
should work with students to establish specific
rules for their classroom on the first day of school.
They should also teach students to follow the
agreed upon rules and should review them with
students throughout the year.

Determining rules and consequences, teaching
them to students, and outlining the benefits of
following them is a critical up-front investment of
a teacher's time and energy. These pieces of your
classroom management plan help promote appropriate student behavior, prevent student misbehavior, and create a sense of order and predictability
in your classroom. Rules, and your explanation
of them, tell students how you expect them to
behave. Consequences outline what would happen
if students choose to break the rules. Strategies for
reinforcing appropriate behavior, both tangible and
intangible, bolster a student's desire to make the
right behavioral choices and follow the classroom
rules.
Every teacher should formally take the time to
teach and enforce clearly defined parameters of
acceptable student behaviors. Unfortunately,
many teachers make the mistake of announcing
rather than teaching parameters to their students.
The truth is that students do not learn what is
announced; rather, they learn what they are taught.
It makes no more sense to announce rules regarding acceptable student behaviors than it does to
announce-rather than teach-math facts. It is
critical that you formally teach and enforce both a
discipline plan and rules of conduct from the very
first day of school.
What are the differences between a discipline plan
and rules of conduct? Canter and Canter (1997)
describe a discipline plan as an umbrella policy
that specifies rules that apply to all students, at all
times, in all locations. A discipline plan also specifies how you will respond when students comply
or fail to comply with the rules.
In contrast, Canter and Canter (1997) define rules
ofconduct as the policies and rules that apply to
specific classroom and building-wide locations
and events, such as attending assemblies, working
with substitute teachers, getting drinks, and using
the pencil sharpener. Marzano (2003) also lists
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rules of conduct, including how to: begin and
end the class day or period; make transitions to
bathrooms; conduct fire drills; use the library; go
to a specialist; and behave when doing seat work
and during teacher-led activities. Marzano (2003)
states that clearly defined and explicitly taught
procedures decrease disciplinary problems at all
grade levels.
I have provided above a rationale for why classroom rules are important as well as a discussion
of the difference between rules of conduct and a
discipline plan. Note that good classroom rules are
part of the discipline plan and should be explicit,
clear, and succinct. Classroom rules should be
limited to five or six specific rules that convey the
expected behavior. They should be observable and
measurable, stated in positive terms, and developed
with students. Below is an example of how to effectively establish, monitor, and reinforce classroom
rules to prevent and reduce behavior problems:

Classroom Rules
• Do what your teacher asks.
• Talk and leave your seat only with
permission.
• Keep your hands and feet to yourself.
• Have all necessary supplies for school
(e.g., books, pencils, paper, etc.).
• Complete and hand in all homework
and class work on time.
• Be in your seat before the bell rings.

Begin the first week of school by establishing
clear and predictable routines, rules, and procedures with the active participation of students.
Consequences for following or not following
the classroom rules must be clearly delineated.
Developing and posting a "What If? Chart" next
to the classroom rules may be helpful. Involve
students in discussing and establishing classroom
rules. The following chart can be implemented for
the whole class, or for individual students based on
their unique needs. It enables students to be aware
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of the agreed-upon contingencies, and it ensures
that the teacher and students remember these
consequences:

What IP. Chart
What if you do?

What if you don't?

In addition, you should consider the following
ideas for developing your classroom rules:
•

•

•

•

Reinforce appropriate behaviors (e.g.,
"Catch them being good and share the
news with their family!"). Publicly or privately acknowledge and reinforce students'
adherence to classroom rules.
Apply error correction strategies in a business-like manner. Minimize attention to
the problem behavior and address it in ways
that do not cause students to "lose face"
or feel disrespected. For low-frequency
and low-intensity rule violations, teachers
should provide a brief signal that an error
has occurred, indicate what the desired
behavior should have been, and follow up
with the established consequence.
Frequently discuss rules and behavior
with students so they not only know what
behaviors are "right" and "wrong" but also
understand why. It may also be beneficial
to help students consider how their behavior affects others.
Monitor and provide feedback on student
adherence to established rules. Monitoring
students' adherence to classroom rules in a
consistent and transparent way, as well as
establishing and enforcing realistic goals
are critical for improved classroom discipline and student behavior. The following
tools may assist teachers in this endeavor.
(Note: these forms may be modified to
meet the needs of an individual student or
classroom)
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Monitoring Classroom Rules
Classroom Rules

AM

PM

Thursday

Friday

Do what your teachers ask.
Talk and leave your seat only with permission.
Keep your hands and feet to yourself.
Have all necessary supplies and materials (e.g., books, pencils, paper, etc.).
Complete and hand in all homework and class work.

Student's Name:
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Points
Weekly Point Goal:

If the weekly goal is met, the student earns:

One last point to consider is that parental involvement and support for improved student behavior can
be facilitated with ongoing communication, using regular notes such as the following (which can be
modified to meet individual student and teacher needs):

Parental Notice of Student Following Rules
Dear (Parent's name):
Your child had a good week. As the included sheet indicates, your child met the goal for following
classroom rules. It would be appropriate for you to do something special for your child to reinforce
this great work.

Sincerely,
Classroom teacher
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In addition, ensuring that parents are aware of
school and classroom rules can help them practice and reinforce them at home. However, it
is important to note that a cultural mismatch
between teachers and the children they teach can
result in uncomfortable classroom experiences for
some children and teachers. Unlike many children
who arrive in today's classrooms and find familiar
environments and teachers who speak the same
language (English), many culturally and linguistically diverse students may feel like they are moving
"from one world to another" as they go from home
to school (Au, 1993, p. 9).
Consequently, I recommend that you familiarize yourself with basic cultural differences. You
might begin by talking to parents of children in
your class. Often, parents will allude to the way
they were brought up, including how they were
expected to behave in school. Use this information
in your teaching environment. For example, some
Native American children may not be accustomed
to asking permission to do things that are part of
normal living, such as using the bathroom. While
this can create a conflict with authority figures in
a traditional school environment, being familiar
with this difference can alleviate problems. Work
together to establish classroom rules that may be
different from home rules, and explain the reason
for the differences. Additionally, you might want
to have parents share some of the rules they have in
their home and how they teach these rules to their
children.
In dosing, it is important for teachers and parents
to remember that they know the child in different
contexts, and that each may be unaware of what
the child is like in the other context. It is also
useful to keep in mind generally that different
people often have distinct but disparate perspectives on the same issue, especially rules of conduct.
Parents and teachers share responsibility for creating a working relationship that fosters children's
learning, and this includes the rules they should
follow. When parents and teachers are on the same
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page, children have a better chance of being successful academically as well as behaviorally.
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Useful Books:
The First Days ofSchool: How to Be an Effective
Teacher by Harry K. Wong & Rosemary T. Wong
This book is the "bible" of first day ideas. It contains lots of very practical advice about how to be
effective and efficient in your classroom.

Classrooms That Work: They Can All Read and Write
by Patricia Cunningham
This book provides extremely useful examples of
what elementary classrooms should look like. It is
a powerful tool for first year teachers because it has
the potential to allow them to really understand
what they should be shooting for.

Educator's Guide to Preventing and Solving
Discipline Problems by Mark Boynton & Christine
Boynton
This book presents a wide variety of prevention
strategies that any teacher can use, including advice
about their relative appropriateness in different
settings and circumstances.

The First Six Weeks ofSchool 2nd Ed. by Responsive
Classroom; special acknowledgement to Roxanne
Kriete, Paula Denton and Mike Anderson.
This book is a practical guide to help K-6 teachers
lay the groundwork for productive learning during
the crucial early weeks of school. Teachers will find
tips for preparing the classroom for the beginning of

Michigan Reading Journal

Patricia A. Edwards

school, ideas for greeting students at the door, activities to help students settle in and feel welcomed,
and routines to begin teaching on the fir_st day.

The Language ofLearning: Teaching Students
Core Thinking, Listening, and Speaking Skills by
Margaret Berry Wilson
This is a practical guide to teaching students the art
of speaking and listening. It is an excellent resource
for moving children into thoughtful, robust discussions.

Positive Discipline in the Classroom: Developing
Mutual Respect, Cooperation, and Responsibili-ty in
Your Classroom, Revised 3rd Edition by Jane Nelsen
and Lynn Lott
This is the newest, most updated edition of Positive
Discipline in the Classroom. Imagine, instead of
controlling behavior, you can be teaching; instead
of confronting apathy, you will enjoy motivated,
eager students! This book can help you learn how
to:
• Create a classroom climate that enhances
academic learning
• Use encouragement rather than praise and
rewards
• Instill valuable social skills and positive
behavior through the use of class meetings
• Learn why involving students in solving
problems is much more effective than punishment
• Understand 'the motivation behind students' behavior instead of looking for
causes

www.teachers.net
This great website is full of useful information
including lesson plans, articles on classroom management and literacy instruction, support groups
for new teachers and chat boards organized by
grade level and subject. There's just tons of ideas
here that teachers will find useful as the school year
progresses.
http://atozteacherstuff.com/tips/Back_to_
School/index.shtml
This collection of tips will be useful to you as
you prepare to start your first year of teaching. It
includes tips for bulletin boards, parent communication, organization and record keeping, first day
activities and much, much more.
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Useful Websites:
www.disciplinehelp.com
This wonderful resource includes tips for handling
117 different types of misbehavior. It also contains
a comprehensive explanation of the many reasons
why students misbehave and four-step discipline
model for how to structure your response to misbehavior.
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